Abstract
engaged in dialogue and collaboration, such as that provided by professional learning communities.
To address the disconnect between researchers and practitioners, we conducted two related studies in the Chicago Metropolitan area. For the first study, we held nine focus groups with 49 public school teachers in 2009. We chose focus groups for the first study because we wanted to explore teachers reactions to research directly through an in depth conversation. We asked teachers about the types of research they are most likely to use and about the resources they consult when looking for research. Based on the findings from the first study, which suggested that teachers are more likely to use research when it is filtered to them by fellow educators, we conducted a follow-up case study in 2010. In the second study, we were interested in whether the information teachers received in a course specifically designed to disseminate research to teachers translated into classroom practice. Here, we found again that if research is tied to a current classroom issue, teachers may use research to address the issue. However, teachers will not spend a lot of time seeking out research. Instead, the information needs to be presented in a way that is convenient and sensitive to their time. In this article, we present each of the studies, the findings, and implications for researchers and schools.
Study 1
Our first study focused on the extent to which the large body of educational research is useful to teachers' instructional practice and how educational research might be made more appealing to teachers. In other words, is there a demand by teachers for research, and, if so, what, if anything, can the producers of research at universities and elsewhere do to ensure that what they are supplying meets this demand. To further our understanding of this issue, we conducted nine focus groups with a total of 49 teachers from urban and suburban schools within the Chicago Metropolitan Area. Teachers were asked about:
• Whether they seek out research and why or why not • What comes to mind when they hear the word "research" in an education context • What sources of research they rely on and how they judge its credibility • What barriers prevent them from using educational research • What type of research is useful and what would make using research more appealing • What type of preparation for using research they have received
Methods
For the focus groups, we chose teachers from schools that were not struggling, where 60 percent or more of the students meet or exceed adequate yearly progress (AYP). More specifically, the percent of students in the selected districts meeting or exceeding AYP standards ranges from 60 percent to 88 percent. Both urban and suburban schools were sampled, representing a wide socioeconomic range. The focus group sessions took place at schools and district offices between October 12, 2008, and January 12, 2009 , before or after school and, in one case, at lunchtime. Participant demographics are presented in Table 1 . Focus groups were recorded and transcribed. Data were analyzed inductively, allowing findings to emerge from frequent or dominant themes and subthemes in the data. Transcripts were coded using an iterative process that involved identifying and re-identifying emerging themes until agreement between two researchers was reached. Responses then were coded and grouped by theme. All data related to a particular theme or subtheme were read and reread in order to fully capture the essence of the discussion. The focus group findings should not be interpreted as representative of all teachers, but rather as a useful starting place for future studies.
Findings
Based on data gathered from the focus groups, several key findings emerged about the ways teachers use educational research, the types of research teachers find most useful, and some of the barriers that prevent teachers from accessing and using research.
• Although teachers are not opposed to accessing and using research, research in general evokes a number of strong yet conflicting responses. However, not all teachers view educational research in a positive light. Many focus group participants also suggested that research can seem removed from everyday classroom realities. This sentiment was reinforced when teachers believed that the research environment is not an accurate representation of actual classrooms or of classrooms with similar student compositions to theirs.
• While there was a wide degree of skepticism about researchers and research findings per se, this skepticism can be reduced when research comes from a source that teachers trust and if the findings work their classroom. In general, focus group participants were more likely to trust research findings that came from a source they deemed credible, such as a colleague, administrator, professor of theirs, or a researcher with experience in the classroom. However, if the research is associated with promoting an educational product, the findings may be disregarded. In the end, teachers have to do what seems to work in the classroom, regardless of official best practices or other research guidance. Teachers also are more likely to trust their own experiences and feedback they receive from their students than suggestions made by a researcher. For some, a strategy that works with their students provides more evidence of success than what research might argue is effective. In addition, teachers may be more likely to accept research that confirms their current instructional pedagogy. Conversely, if applying findings does not work in their classroom, teachers will abandon the effort.
• Teachers turn to research when there is a pressing concern, but often only after they have consulted other, more efficient resources. Before teachers look at research to address clearly defined issues, they are more likely to turn to colleagues, trade journals such as The Reading Teacher, or the Internet, starting with Google. Through these avenues, research and research-based information may be shared. Teachers report that they also will use educational research when they are part of a study group, committee, school initiative, or other work group that uses research findings to support learning more broadly.
• Teachers indicated nearly unanimously that, given competing demands on their time, both seeking and reading research are low priorities. This explanation was shared by teachers of all experience levels in urban and suburban elementary and high schools serving higher and lower-income students. In light of their limited time, teachers stated that they are less likely to read research when it is presented with overwhelming information and in a manner that is dry and difficult to decipher.
However, even though teachers stated that they often do not have or make time for educational research, some mentioned that they would be more likely to read research if administrators advocated for and provided sanctioned time to discuss research with colleagues. For example, one elementary school received a grant that supported a teacher study group focusing on professional development about instructional strategies. In addition, teachers suggested that they also would be more likely to read research if the massive volumes of research available were screened and filtered by school leaders or administrators.
The desire to receive research findings as a bulleted list, brief synopsis, or audio-visual media also was cited by an overwhelming majority of teacher participants as a way to access the research findings without taking large amounts of time away from students' more pressing needs.
• Finally, teachers are less likely to use research if they do not see a connection between the population studied and its applicability to the students in their classroom. Some teachers suggested that the research setting is so controlled that they would be unable to replicate the program or practices in their classroom, while others believed that certain aspects of their own classroom, such as a high concentration of ELLs, make many research-based teaching strategies inappropriate for their students. If teachers believe their classroom does not reflect a study's students, resources, or context, they will be less likely to try to read or apply the findings.
Summary of Findings
In all, focus group participants were not opposed to using educational research; rather, they indicated that as long as certain conditions and criteria are met, research is or can be informative to their instructional practice. However, for research to be most useful to teachers it needs to take into account teachers' limited time by presenting findings in a clear, user-friendly manner; appear relevant to teachers' own classroom context and experience; and be provided by a person or organization they trust.
Study 2
A key finding from Study 1 was that teachers are open to using research if it comes from a trustworthy source, is relevant to their classroom context, and is presented in way that respects and values their time. The challenge is ensuring that these trusted sources are also good consumers of research and capable of sifting through documents of varying quality to accurately communicate the findings to teachers. Looking at these criteria, we asked ourselves if there were initiatives that provided teachers with research in ways that would be useful. One vehicle stood out as especially promising --a professional development program run by the American Federation of Teachers (AFT). The AFT, one of the two major teachers unions in the country, includes in its mission goals of:
• Strengthening the institutions in which teachers work; • Improving the quality of the services teachers provide; and • Bringing together all members to assist and support one another.
The AFT has addressed its mission in part by creating a number of professional development courses to help teachers improve their practice. Their line of professional development, Educational Research and Dissemination (ER&D), provides professional development in ways that meet the needs of teachers by providing information on research-based practices that have been field tested, with content delivery by their peers. The AFT's ER&D program was created in 1981, and in the past five years at least 7,500 teachers nationwide have taken an ER&D course. The ER&D program deliberately trains classroom teachers to create and deliver each course. Instructor training involves two distinct week-long training sessions, with requirements between sessions to practice and reflect on topics taught. The instructor training also involves a mock delivery of the course. Local course instructors are chosen for their content mastery and are often classroom teachers, teacher leaders, or coaches rather than administrators. ER&D offers courses on topics including managing antisocial behavior; reading instruction; reading comprehension; thinking mathematics; school, family, and community; and others. In 2010 the American Education Research Association gave the ER&D program highest honors for bridging the gap between research and practice.
To get a better sense of whether the information provided in an ER&D course translates into classroom practice, and whether it increased teachers use of research we conducted a case study of the ER&D course, Managing Anti-Social Behavior, in a Chicago suburb in Fall 2010. Managing Anti-Social Behavior encourages classroom teachers to improve their practice and their students' performance by:
• Becoming users of research;
• Exposing them to timely research-based principles, practices, and strategies; and • Teaching other teachers to share strong practices.
Participants also are expected to leave with a strong knowledge base that equips them with specific research about the nature and origins of anti-social behavior and to change their practice accordingly. The course specifically focuses on the following topics presented in the course binder:
• Who are these students and what is antisocial behavior?
•
In keeping with teachers' interest in meeting with peers to discuss research and practices, participants meet for three hours, once a week, for seven weeks in the Managing Anti-Social Behavior course. Each session involves a lecture peppered with numerous opportunities for participants to ask questions and participate in tabletop and whole group discussions, thereby learning not only from the research, but also from trusted peers.
Teachers are also provided with a binder, assembled by course designers at the AFT headquarters, that consolidates high quality, timely, meaningful research. The course designers included articles with charts and images to help readers connect to the content. The course binder is updated every three years by national AFT experts who seek feedback from other course instructors to ensure that the research is useful to teachers. The course is then field tested for usability. In response to early feedback that the binder felt more like a research journal than a user-friendly resource, previous adjustments have included removing research articles that were not relevant, too dense, wordy, or jargon-filled. In line with principles of adult learning, activities were added to help readers identify with and internalize the content. Each of these efforts aligns with our previous findings that teachers are more likely to use research if it is provided in a clear, straightforward way, and filtered through a trusted source.
Methods
Using a case study approach, we followed two sessions of ER &D's Managing Anti-Social Behavior course, presented in a Chicago suburb in the fall of 2010. Through pre-and post-event surveys, interviews, and focus groups with teachers and ER&D instructors and five course observations, we explored why course participants chose to take the course, the degree to which they use research to inform their practice, and the extent to which course participation influenced their research use. The course was facilitated by a school administrator.
Findings
Our findings suggest that when teachers are presented with research-based information, they use it, particularly when it is related to a specific classroom need. Several themes emerged from our case study on the Managing Anti-Social Behavior course.
• Participation in this targeted professional development course did increase teacher reflection on and knowledge about student behaviors. Participants reacted positively to the course, and walked away from the course with more strategies for classroom management. One participant specifically spoke about how the instructor stated, "What you permit, you promote," and that this phrase stayed with her well beyond the course. This course participant also found herself reflecting on how "letting little things go" in the classroom can have larger ramifications for student behavior later. Another teacher wrote in the post-event survey, "I have been reflecting on the way I address students."
• Course participants left with increased knowledge about the medical, psychological, and cultural underpinnings of typical student behavior issues. Teachers told us that they left the course equipped with "techniques to deal with anti-social behavior" and a better understanding of "why students with anti-social behaviors act in certain ways."
• The course did not influence teachers' use of research. While participants enjoyed the course, and felt like they gained new knowledge and strategies for working with challenging students, most did not indicate that the course influenced how often they turn toward research or their intentions to seek out research on their own after the course ended.
Summary of Findings
This feedback from participants suggests that a targeted approach to using research can increase teacher knowledge about the topic at hand, and can have a direct effect on teachers' use of research-based practices. At the same time for a course focused exclusively on research dissemination, we were surprised that participants and instructors did not emphasize using research regularly to inform practice. For example, little emphasis was placed on seeking out and assessing the quality of research. Neither the participants nor the course instructors received training on seeking out research beyond that which was given to them by the national course designers.
Conclusion
Our findings suggest that teachers use a different set of criteria to evaluate high quality research than researchers. They want research that is worth their time, attention and leads to possible change in practice. Researchers, on the other hand, are trained to judge quality based on key criteria such as internal validity, rigor of analysis, strong methodological design, triangulation of data and appropriate measurement. When forced to use shortcuts, the researcher is taught to rely on peer-reviewed journals as a first cut check of quality, followed by their own review of study methods, which are, not coincidentally, extensively presented in such journals.
Teachers, our study suggests, use an entirely different set of criteria to identify high quality research that they will consider integrating in their classrooms. And, even when presented with research through content-based professional development, teachers are still hesitant to seek out and incorporate research regularly in their practice. Given these findings, we offer several recommendations to educational stakeholders.
Recommendations
For educational research to enlighten and improve teachers' practice, certain changes must be made by educational researchers and other stakeholder groups. Based on the findings from both of our studies, several recommendations are presented for researchers, teacher preparation programs, and school and district leaders and policymakers.
Recommendations for Researchers
Teachers genuinely want their students to benefit from the findings of good research. However, there is somewhat of a mismatch between the educational research that currently is supplied and what is demanded by teachers. This mismatch is not necessarily due to researchers' carelessness or lack of concern; quite on the contrary, it may be largely due to researchers' extreme care to present their findings as precisely as possible, a process that may lend itself to obscure language and lengthy discussions. In order to bring supply and demand into equilibrium, researchers should:
• Get to the point. Teachers are busy and want to see bulleted lists and brief synopses of the research findings. Not only does this help ensure that teachers will benefit from findings, but it also demonstrates to teachers that researchers understand and appreciate that teachers' time is at a premium.
• Provide examples of the applicability of the research to real classroom situations. This may include illustrations and hands-on examples of how to put the research findings into practice. Also, many teachers consider themselves visual learners and have expressed a desire to access research through audio-visual technology that allows them to see the recommended instructional practices put into action.
• Write in an accessible manner. This does not mean that research findings should be watered-down; rather it means that unnecessary jargon should be avoided in favor of straightforward language and sentence structure. In addition, complex statistical analyses should be described in laymen's terms.
• Emphasize how research findings can help teachers solve specific, immediate classroom problems or address students' particular learning needs. The demands of teaching tend to prevent teachers from exploring future-oriented or higher order issues than those immediately at-hand; however, there was near consensus that research is consulted in response to pressing needs.
• Highlight the attributes positively associated with research. Teachers already appreciate that good research represents a trustworthy and solid basis for coming to conclusions about what works in the classroom. Research that reminds readers of these qualities and how they inspired the study is likely to be better received by teachers.
• Be clear about the context of the study and its applicability to other settings. Teachers are quite skeptical about the relevance of studies conducted in different contexts, especially when there are clear differences in grade level, ability level, socioeconomic level, class size, behavior, and culture. It is important to make clear which population was studied and, if it is believed that the findings are generalizable, to emphasize that point and explain why.
• Be proactive about engaging with teachers and those who directly disseminate research to teachers and spending time in schools. Although the demands of doing research may make it difficult, spending time in schools and with teachers, being available to present findings and answer questions about the research, and working collaboratively with teachers and teacher educators at each stage of the research process will make research more relevant and useful.
Recommendations for Teacher Preparation Programs
Teacher preparation programs play an important role in building the foundations for a researchoriented teaching career. As the gateway to the profession, they shape teachers' views and approaches to using research to inform their practice. In some cases, they are also the closest source of access to research and researchers that teachers will receive during their careers.
• Be proactive about bringing teachers and researchers into contact. Bridging the gap between teachers and researchers requires that the two groups build trust. This can be accomplished through interaction from the early stage of their careers: their preparation. It might take on the form of joint seminars, coffee hours, or project work, for example.
• Prepare teachers to find the research they likely will need. A number of teachers mentioned difficulty in using search engines effectively, deciding which research is credible, and making decisions about which sources to trust when studies contradict one another. Those preparing teachers should ensure that they learn how to search for research effectively, how to evaluate the quality of research, and how to interpret the findings.
• Encourage and support teachers in accessing research once on the job. Teacher preparation programs cannot feasibly address all of the potential classroom experiences that teachers might encounter. It is important to make it clear that gaps between the knowledge gained during preparation and that which is needed to address particular needs they will face in their specific classroom contexts can be filled in part through access to research on the job. A few teachers attributed their current use of research to their continued contact with and guidance from former graduate school professors.
Recommendations for School and District Leaders and Policymakers
Leaders and policymakers in schools and government have an important role to play in facilitating teachers' use of research by taking action to overcoming barriers to teachers' access to research. This primarily involves the provision of time, encouragement, and resources. Specifically, they can:
• Create a system to filter high-quality research to teachers. Having school administrators or teacher leaders filter research is attractive because it makes the task of locating relevant research less overwhelming, it comes to teachers from a trustworthy source, and it provides a channel for support and communication between teachers and school or district leaders. Teachers who prefer to search for useful research themselves will still have that option.
• Ensure that teachers have enough structured time specifically intended for accessing, collaborating on, and reflecting upon research. The primary barrier to teachers' use of educational research was simply not having enough time. By providing adequate planning periods and support staff to guide teachers toward high-quality research, this type of professional growth and learning can take place. Teachers should be provided with regular time to work with others in their subject and grade level to discuss research findings and how to coherently apply them to teaching the school's curriculum. Teachers should receive both support from administrators and sufficient classroom autonomy in their implementation of research-based findings.
• Encourage and provide the time for teachers to access research through district initiatives or in collaboration with unions. Teachers appreciate time to discuss strategies and best practices that are backed by research and from trusted sources. Providing regular opportunities for teachers to participate in committees, lead departmental meetings, or participate in professional development that include discussions regarding research is likely to enhance teachers' use of research.
• Provide professional development opportunities that include opportunities to learn about and reflect upon research. Some teachers cited high-quality, ongoing, jobembedded professional development workshops as among the most useful sources of research that encouraged them to put research to practice in the classroom.
• Encourage more best practices based professional development, similar to the programs provided under the ER&D model. Based on our findings, teachers enjoyed participating in the ER&D course, and felt equipped with new research-based strategies to apply in their classroom.
• Maintain high-functioning technology for accessing research. The Internet was the most cited source for accessing educational research. Yet in some cases, broken or slow computers, as well as blocked websites, presented a barrier to teachers who wished to access research.
• Create a library of educational research. Currently, teachers tend not to rely on libraries as a source of research-based information. Devoting a section of the school library or creating a staffroom library that houses articles, books, and digital media that exhibit the characteristics of research that are useful to teachers is one way to provide busy teachers with easy access to research.
• Support the dissemination of research to teachers. The cost of journal subscriptions, books, and workshops is a real barrier to teachers using research. Local and state-level policymakers should consider ways to reduce or eliminate this financial burden to encourage teachers' access to knowledge that is likely to help improve student learning.
Future Research
Our findings provide thought-provoking insights into the teachers' use of research, insights that could be well worth exploring through additional studies. Future work might further explore these ideas in a variety of ways, including obtaining the perspective of educational researchers, exploring the role of social networks in disseminating research-based practices, and investigating the use of research by particularly successful teachers.
The Perspective of Educational Researchers
Although our studies examined teachers' perspectives on educational research, if the desire truly exists to bridge the gap between researchers and practitioners, one possible next step is to hear directly from educational researchers: Do researchers view their work as a means to improving instructional practice? More specifically, do educational researchers have aspirations to disseminate findings in ways that that are useful to teachers, and, if so, are there barriers that prevent this from happening? As one half of the researcher-practitioner divide, educational researchers provide a much needed perspective on research, its purpose, and the way findings are disseminated. Once the view of researchers is clarified, the two points of view can be compared for similarities as well as areas of disagreement. By identifying teachers' and researchers' perspectives, the two communities can be brought together to discuss ways to make research findings relevant and useful for both parties.
Social Networking
Our study participants indicated that they would be more likely to turn to colleagues for information about how to improve instruction before consulting research findings. Exploring how teachers use social networks to gather information may lead to a better understanding of how to more effectively disseminate research findings. A future study, then, could explore possible connections between group norms, social influence, and use of research. For example, how do group norms or school culture influence the way teachers use research? Do teachers in schools with stronger collegial networks influence whether their colleagues use or access research? Do teachers who are part of an organized cohesive group, such as a professional learning community, access research more frequently?
Effective Teachers and Use of Research
Another potential avenue for exploration includes looking at whether teachers who have been identified as particularly effective by district or school performance metrics use research to inform their practice: Are effective teachers more likely to access research than teachers who are less effective in the classroom? Do they make more time to access research? Are they part of programs or communities that support using research?
